p until the last forty years, the overall trajectory of

North American Lutheranism, and Western Christ-
ianity as well, was growth.! The motto of Henry Melchior
Muhlenburg, patriarch of North American Lutheranism,
was “the church must be planted.”” Many congregations
had already been founded when he was called to serve
them. But he established a track record for growing these
faith communities. Many assume that all Lutheran immi-
grants were eager to join Lutheran congregations, but that
is a false impression. Synodical statistics for 1920 indi-
cate that about 30% of Norwegians belonged to a synod
with a Norwegian background.” Only 20% of Swedish
immigrants joined the Augustana Synod. And a mere
10% of Danish immigrants held membership in one of
the Danish synods. While a fraction of German immi-
grants joined Lutheran congregations, many more became
unchurched, anti-churched, or members of non-Lutheran
denominations.

Lutheran missionaries to North American immigrants
could effectively use ethnicity and language as natural
draws. In an unfamiliar land, newcomers were attracted
to the synods in geographical areas where their mother
tongues were spoken. But to repeat: not all immigrants
from historically Lutheran lands were eager to join
Lutheran congregations, for whatever reasons. Those who
did join did so because they were actively courted, evan-
gelized, and welcomed into such fellowships. Pastors who
wanted to build congregations reached out to them. Some
immigrants rejected that welcome, but others embraced it
wholeheartedly. Thereby congregations grew.

Nor should we assume that Lutheran churches grew
because there were higher birth rates in the past. No
doubt there were higher birth rates, especially in rural
communities, with big farms and relatively stable families.
Those baptized in infancy generally remained loyal to the
church. But that was also because families, the community,
and the church expected children and youth to be loyal.
Nineteenth-century pastors did not encourage youth to
experiment with various types of spirituality, “belief sys-
tems,” or even other branches of Christianity to help
them see what would be “right for them.” Instead, they
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admonished those under their care to remain loyal because
they regarded Lutheran insights as offering a distinctive
approach to Christian faith and life, a reliable hope and
consolation that other religious messages do not offer. They
regarded it as offering the truth that would set people free.

That is not to say that Lutheran pastors of an earlier
era all assumed that there was no truth whatsoever in other
Christian traditions. But they were adamant that truth with
its greatest clarity was to be had in Lutheranism. Truth is
something that any person of integrity will not want to
betray. Which raises the question: just how many of today’s
mainline clergy believe that they deal with #uth? Undoubt-
edly, many clergy feel that they offer a truth—a perspective
that may lead to better living and a better world—but not
the truth. The latter would be perceived as too judgmental,
narrow, and intolerant.

While it is no guarantee that churches that claim and
affirm truth will grow, it is a guarantee that churches that
fail to affirm that Christ 1s the way, the truth, and the life
(John 14:6) will stagnate and die.*

Two Reasons for Historic Growth

With the advance of threshing equipment by the 1890s,
birth rates dropped because it was no longer necessary for
farm families to be so large. But Lutheran synods contin-
ued to grow, especially in the cities and eventually in the
suburbs in the early 1950s. The Iowa Synod, for instance,
began in 1854 with about fifty souls. When it merged into
the American Lutheran Church in 1930, it had grown to
about 212,000 baptized members.” In honor of the seventy-
fifth anniversary of that particular synod, G. J. Zeilinger
wrote that “only occasionally were men sent out for the
express purpose of doing home mission work. But every pas-
lor considered himself a missionary and looked for missionary
opportunities in the territory where God had placed him.”®

For many Lutheran synods, such growth happened in
spite of the fact that there was continuous migration out of
rural areas, where most Lutheran congregations had been
established, to the cities. There were two reasons for the
church’s continuing growth.



First, as mentioned, prior to the
1960s Lutherans were convinced
of the truth of their tradition. In
the 1970s, when the editor of the
Lutheran Church in America publica-
tion The Lutheran was asked if Luther-
anism was the truth, he responded
“yes,” but then cautiously added, “but
we aren’t the only ones who have it.””
The latter qualification was prudent in
a religiously pluralistic North Ameri-
can environment. But what shouts
louder and is more unique in our day
is the editor’s unhesitating answer
that Lutherans do have the truth. In
today’s ELcA we find greater reserva-
tions about affirming that Lutherans
or even Christians have the truth. As
an Upper Midwest pastor put it to
me once, “Christianity is about being
nice. I am a pastor because I believe
in being nice and a congregation is a
good environment to promote nice-
ness.” Tor this pastor, the Christian
faith is not grounded in doctrinal truth
necessary for salvation but in chari-
table acts of kindness and that alone.
Jesus was the nicest of men, we are
to infer, and we Christians who need
pious role models should be like him.
As a quip on a now-retired seminary
professor’s office door facetiously put
it: “God’s nice, we're nice, isn’t that
nice?” But if faith comes down to
being nice, then why would we need
the church when we have fine orga-
nizations and clubs like the Lions,
Rotary, or Scouts? In fact, they prob-
ably do it better.

By contrast, if you believe your
tradition is true or about the truth,
you will have a zeal to commend it
to others. Lutheranism’s suspicion of
self-righteousness lurking in all people
should tip us off that “niceness” itself
can be an expression of self-righ-
teousness. But if the gospel is true, it
isn’t that God is opposed just to our
sin. God is also opposed to anything
we would use to accrue merit, includ-
ing our best efforts—our niceness. If
niceness could afford merit before
God, then Jesus Christ would not be
necessary. Or, as St. Paul put it, “I do
not nullify the grace of God, for if jus-

tification were through the law, then
Christ died for no purpose” (Galatians
2:21). What counts before God is not
niceness but a “contrite heart” (Psalm
51:17).

We should keep in mind that the
majority of our theological ancestors,
such as Charles Porterfield Krauth,
William Passavant, Henry Eyster
Jacobs, Wilhelm Loehe, Mathias Loy,
Hans Gerhard Stub, Ulrik V. Koren,
and Conrad Emil Lindberg were well
aware of the Enlightenment critiques
of Christian faith and truth claims that
led in many ways to the rise of main-
line Christianity. They knew these
charges—and rejected them. They
could reject them because they could

For builder-pastors,
sharing the faith s
not a shameful act of
cultural insensitiity

but a mandate

Sfrom Chrst.

relativize them. They knew that rea-
son was not to be reduced to ration-
ality per se, as if rationality were per-
fectly objective and free from cultural
or personal bias.® That view was sim-
ply Enlightenment dogma straining to
eliminate mystery and miracle from
the cosmos. Lutheran theologians
challenged such assumptions and
adhered to their historic truth claims,
and that had a way of gripping the
mind and imagination of laypeople
and future pastors.

To return to the reasons for growth:
the second reason is that Lutherans of
old had a percentage of pastors on
their clergy rosters who were builders,
not of buildings but of congregations.
Obviously not all pastors are build-
ers by disposition. The word “pas-
tor” means shepherd, and shepherds
care for the flock. For Lutherans, this
care means truthfully preaching the
word of God, administering the sac-

raments and the office of the keys,
admonishing the erring, comforting
the bereaved and distressed, teaching
the Scriptures, and urging godly liv-
ing. This is all certainly building up
the body of Christ.

But throughout much of Lutheran-
ism’s history there have also been a
goodly number of shepherds who had
the skills and obedient wills to increase
membership and involvement in con-
gregational life. Ask laypeople about a
pastor in their congregation’s history
who was a standout, and a name will
quickly arise of a pastor who was a
builder. Some congregations were for-
tunate to have had two or three such
pastors.

Builder-pastors exhibit distinctive
character traits. They are unafraid of
the unchurched and eager to engage
them. They limit time in their offices,
and like neighborhood police officers
they find various ways to get to know
their beat. They see stressful situations
as opportunities for both personal and
congregational growth. And most
importantly they want to win people
for Christ and ground them in a faith
commitment.

In other words, builder-pastors
have the gospel at the ready on their
lips. They find ways to speak God’s
Word to the unchurched, teach them
the faith, and walk with them on the
road to baptism and Christian fellow-
ship. Yor builders, sharing the faith is
not a shameful act of cultural insensi-
tivity but a mandate from Christ. They
refuse to let fear of rejection govern
their witness, they quickly shake the
dust from their sandals if rebuffed, and
they proceed to find the next person to
speak to. Builders are not only biblical
and confessional but also resilient and
evangelistic. The congregations in the
ELCA today that are growing tend to
have pastoral leadership that exhibits
these traits.

Builders vs. Caretakers

Far from being builders, many if not
most contemporary mainline Protest-
ant clergy would highlight their chief
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pastoral strength as caregiving, a vari-
ant on the theme of therapy. Some
offer an “office-based” ministry that
awaits members needing therapy to
come in for counseling or advice.’
These pastors preach a message that
centers on self-affirmation or advo-
cates justice for oppressed peoples.
The chief virtue in a sermon is not
offending anyone, except maybe the
designated oppressors. This approach
1s by and large endorsed by our educa-
tional systems, social service agencies,
and even businesses, and it is certainly
present in our seminaries.

Many of these goals are praisewor-
thy and noble and should indeed be
endorsed. But are mainline Protestants
doing anything unique, something that
no other vocation or profession could
do in their place? Do they have a dis-
tinctive message—and is it something
that only the church can offer? The
truth is that such pastors tend to lack
any gripping message in their preach-
ing and teaching, don’t know how to
distinguish between law and gospel,
lack zeal for communicating Jesus
Christ as Lord, and so fail to hook
youth or the unchurched into consid-
ering the value of the Christian faith.
We may well ask whether they really
regard God’s word as a living word, a
sharp two-edged sword, which creates
what it declares (Hebrews 4:12).

For some time now, seminary edu-
cation has been focused on develop-
ing leaders. But if the kind of people
attracted to seminary are inclined
toward the therapeutic model of
ministry, attempts to make leaders of
them will fail. Such candidates are
psychologically disinclined to take
risks or take the heat for tough deci-
sions. Instead they will prefer a safer,
more comfortable environment where
they can care for others and anticipate
being cared for by others.

It’s hard to imagine pastors like this
serving as exorcists—a major compo-
nent of the apostolic ministry, if the
New Testament is anything to go by—
when called upon to do so. And for
all the talk of prophetic ministry we
rarely if ever encounter a real prophet
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naming evil at great risk to self and
reputation, like Nathan naming the
sin of King David to his face.

Worse still, a few understand the
role of leader to be someone who
orders others around. Thus students
emerge with the idea that the pastor is
a functional cEO who hands out direc-
tives. Perhaps such seminarians could
be set straight if they would consider
instead the military, where leadership
1s not about barking out commands
but setting the example of how to do
something by being willing to do it
oneself.

In contrast to the caretaking model,
builders tend to have an outwardly
focused vision, can work with a staff,
prioritize outreach rather than office
time, preach law and gospel, direct
people to new life in Christ, and
preach sermons that are winsome,

Candidales attracted
lo a therapeutic
model of minustry
are psychologically
disinclined to take
risks or take the heat
for tough decisions.

pointed, and evangelical. Their work
evokes the interest of youth, “seek-
ers,” and the unchurched. Builders
are not afraid of the unchurched but
are excited about outreach. Nor are
they averse to giving care, but they
do so within the context of outreach
and evangelism. They regard pastoral
encounters as opportunities to deliver
the gospel in the face of the law’s
alien, killing work.

Builders not only prioritize out-
reach; they also highlight education,
and their congregations generally
offer different levels of education.
“What Lutherans Believe” or “What
the Scriptures Teach” is the bed-
rock of their educational programs,

for both the unchurched and those
churched folks who want a review,
along with Bible studies and other
classes designed to help people to
deepen their understanding of the
faith. They bring the gospel to those
who have never heard it and to those
who desperately need to hear it again.

Builders are rare on clergy rosters
these days. And to be fair, there has
never been a time when builders were
the majority. We should not assume
that pastors who are not builders are
failing or poor at their jobs. Ultimately,
the test of ministry is not increased
numbers but faithfulness to ordination
VOWS.

Opver the last four decades, though,
fewer and fewer builders have been
attracted to ministry. At the same time
there have been fewer social expecta-
tions to attend church, the family has
fragmented in numerous ways, and
tremendous stress has been put on
families through extended hours for
work each week, not to mention aca-
demic, athletic, and musical expecta-
tions for children.

In times past, ordained ministry
also would have been seen as a step
toward upward social mobility. The
Holy Spirit can use multiple motives
in ministry, including the drive to per-
sonal fulfillment as much as the desire
to share the saving Word. But a tip-
ping point arose where the number
of builders entering ministry became
so scarce that it was guaranteed that
the church would decline, and decline
dramatically.

Unless a percentage of the clergy
are builders, it simply is not possible
for the church as a whole to grow.
Builders have the character traits to
serve small, medium, and large con-
gregations, whatever problems they
find there. Builders keep busy visiting,
teaching, and evangelizing. When his-
torically large congregations call only
non-builders to serve as their senior
pastors, the vibrancy and health
of those congregations are put in
jeopardy.

Continued on page 42



Faith-Based Critique
in a Pluralist Democracy

What accounts for the tapering off
of the zeal that our ancestors in the
faith had? No doubt white flight from
the cities to the suburbs, beginning in
the 1950s, brought many central city
congregations into decline. Likewise
the farm crisis of the early 1980s hurt
many rural and small town congrega-
tions. Reactions against the historic
episcopate early in the late twentieth
and early twenty-first centuries along
with the disputes about sexuality and
scriptural authority in 2009 resulted
in up to one thousand congregations
leaving the ELCA.

But more than anything what hurt
the ELca and its predecessor bodies
was their eagerness to become more
like mainline Protestants, embracing a
more secular approach to faith. “Secu-
lar” here means that faith is construed
as a private matter geared toward self-
fulfillment, unfettered from biblical,
creedal, or confessional truth claims.
A secular approach to faith is apt to
see the assertion that salvation is found
in Christ alone as intolerance. Secu-
larism highlights not passion to reach
the unchurched with the saving gospel
but accommodation to various social
agendas outside the centrality of Jesus
Christ. It confuses the ultimate with
the penultimate.

The fact that Christians believe that
they have the truth does not automati-
cally mean that they will harass those
whom they believe not to have it. It is
clear from Romans 1 that all humans
know something of the truth, par-
ticularly God’s law, or God would not
be able to hold humankind account-
able. Confessing truth, Christians also
endeavor to speak the truth charitably,
“in love” (Ephesians 4:15), realizing
that only God the Holy Spirit is ulti-
mately in charge of and able to judge
anyone’s salvation.

In contrast, secular approaches
to faith tend to substitute a political
theology that focuses on human lib-
eration in place of salvation as deliv-
erance from sin, death, and the devil
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by Jesus Christ alone. In the process,
Christ’s redemption of human beings
is eclipsed by the need to advocate
for the oppressed. This is not to deny
that victims need advocacy! But it is
no advantage to advocate for them

T he primary focus of
the church should be

on right-hand matters,
the power of the
gospel breaking into
this world of sin and
death to kindle new
life, not lefl-hand
matters of politics.

at the expense of the gospel that will
quicken and empower them.

To be clear: orthodox Christian
faith need not and should not auto-
matically translate into conservative
politics, any more than it should auto-
matically translate into liberal politics.
The political right often highlights
individuals as self~-owners, in contrast
to Paul’s “You are not your own, for
you were bought with a price” (1 Cor-
inthians 6:19-20). Orthodox confes-
sors of the faith will defend the life of

1 hus does not

devalue God’s

lefl hand or the

humanitarian quest
Jfor justice.

the unborn and urge that sexual rela-
tions be within marriage, and they will
also oppose blind, uncritical patrio-
tism and unbridled greed in a free

market economy that tolerates or even
creates extreme economic inequities. '

Christ is Lord over all, thus no earthly
or economic empire is Lord, even the
American."

Instead of adopting a party plat-
form wholesale, Christians need to
test any given cthical or political mat-
ter—whether it is abortion, same-sex
marriage, or economics—on a case-
by-case basis, in the light of the Scrip-
tures and the Confessions, striving to
understand the complexities atten-
dant on all such matters. Christians
do not approach the world first of all
from within a moral matrix of either
the right or the left but instead inhabit
the world as unfolded through the
story of Scripture.'”” As George Lind-
beck put it, “It is the text, so to speak,
which absorbs the world, rather than
the world the text.”"

To be sure, in any given elec-
tion year, Christians can offer good
reasons to vote on either side of the
aisle."* Often we vote for the lesser evil
because the greater good is not to be
had. But Christians desperately need
the skills to step outside the moral
matrix of either the political left or
political right instead of baptizing
one ideology over the other. After all,
political ideologies are all too often
ways of salvation in disguise."

The primary focus of the church
should be on right-hand matters, the
power of the gospel breaking into this
world of sin and death to kindle new
life, not left-hand matters of politics.
This does not devalue God’s left hand
or the humanitarian quest for justice.
Quite the contrary, it i3 active trust
that God’s people will seek to live ethi-
cally and serve their neighbors, espe-
cially the disadvantaged, as their lives
are reshaped by the gospel.'

In this light, advocacy, when appro-
priate, is to be done within political
venues and specific advocacy groups,
not synodical or churchwide struc-
tures. It should arise organically as the
Spirit brings faith when and where the
Spirit wills, and how the Spirit wills.

Nor does this stand validate the
falsehood that the gospel is somehow a
private matter in distinction to justice
as a public matter. Rather, as Steve



Paulson rightly notes, “in justifica-
tion God is going public about God’s
real identity, and what is being done
with creatures.”"” It is odd that lead-
ers who would flinch at the thought
of converting someone to Jesus have
no trouble trying to convert someone
to politically correct views on all sorts
of cultural issues because, unlike the
gospel, it does not require the death
of the old sinner but only suggests a
retrieval of one’s better angels.

Unlike confessing the creed, the
question of how to establish justice
in any given situation in a democracy
1s open to debate, particularly over
the means and what compromises
might be required in a democracy."
Democracy has a hard time endorsing
an all-or-nothing, let alone a winner-
takes-all, strategy of either the extreme
left or extreme right. Rather it is pre-
mised on disagreement regarding
how to identify and rectify injustices.
Churches, by contrast, seek to struc-
ture themselves around common con-
fession of ultimate matters of faith as
specified in the Scripture, creeds, and
confessions, and commend laypeople
to work for justice, as they see fit, in
the wider public.

The Mammline’s Leflward Drifi

Many of our spiritual ancestors in the
American church, such as J. Michael
Reu, urged that Lutherans not move
in the directions of “mainline Prot-
estants.”'” But despite the outstand-
ing theological efforts undertaken by
a host of teachers from George Forell
to William Lazareth, whose work was
grounded in the Scriptures and Con-
fessions,” a new breed in synodical
bureaucracies, colleges, and seminar-
ies arose, starting in the 1950s, who
felt that becoming like mainline Prot-
estants and adopting their ecumenical
and political agendas would be the
wave of the future.”!

We can’t fault them for their good
intentions, at least. How were they
to know that the decisions they made
would undermine the mission of the
church? No doubt many church lead-

ers felt the need to acknowledge vari-
ous social pressures arising from the
quest for racial and sexual equality
in a culture in transition, not to men-
tion the assault on the environment
and the plight of oppressed peoples
throughout the world. It is right and
good that they courageously sought
to address such inequities along with
the deep insecurity caused by the Cold
War. We are indebted to their efforts.
But the same people were also
driven by a desire to help Lutherans fit
into the wider American agenda, no
longer sitting at the margins of Ameri-
can culture. Both theological liberal-
ism and the political left appeared to
be the progressive, caring way to go,
and so over many years the predeces-
sor church bodies of the ELcA moved

Just as both major
political parties have
purified themselves
of dissenting or
moderate voices,

5o too the church.

in that direction. In this case, our lead-
ers can be faulted for their failure to
commend the Lutheran faith as offer-
ing something distinctive, even non-
negotiable, to the changing face of the
North American religious landscape.

In practice, the tendency of the
ELCA and its predecessor bodies was
to adopt the ideologies of theological
liberalism, focused on human lib-
eration, and the political left, focused
on greater personal liberties from
the state, especially in sexual ethics,
but tighter control of economics by
the state. Mainline Protestants have
sought to establish social justice by
means of their churchwide bureaucra-
cies guided by a left-of-center stance.
In so doing, they have alienated mem-
bers who do not share the same vision
of justice, creating deep divisions and
undermining loyalty.

Moreover, for many mainliners
a stigma has come to be attached to
theological conservativism because of
an assumption that theological con-
servatives must also and inevitably be
political conservatives. While statis-
tically that is often the case, the link
is not guaranteed. Christians seeking
to be ethically faithful will find them-
selves in a mix-and-match approach
with respect to political ideologies. An
orthodox approach to faith must chal-
lenge idols erected by either the politi-
cal left or the political right. We are in,
not of] this world (John 17:16).

The result on the ground is that
when positions at the churchwide
office in Chicago or in college theo-
logy departments and seminaries have
became available, theological conser-
vatives have been and continue to be
overlooked, if not outright shunned.
Those who won the jobs have tended
to redirect the message of the church
to this-worldly matters at the expense
of the life to come; to adopt Bonhoef-
fer’s terminology, they have pursued
penultimate matters at the expense
of ultimate matters, advocating for
justice but not proclaiming the one
way to eternal life. Pastors and laity
on the conservative end of the theo-
logical spectrum have found no voice
to represent them at the churchwide
or synodical levels or in colleges and
seminaries. Just as both major politi-
cal parties have purified themselves of
dissenting or moderate voices, so too
the church.” Theological conserva-
tives are thus left with little obvious
reason to remain loyal to the ELCA.
When opportunities have arisen to
leave, such as with the formation of
Lutheran Congregations in Mission
for Christ or the North American
Lutheran Church, many have done
SO.

The irony is that the theological
left’s desire to modify existing struc-
tures in order to eliminate systemic
evils unintentionally undermines the
motivation to invest in those systems.*
For example, the ELCA designed its
selection of leadership at the top
based not on who had a track record
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of building or advancing the growth
of the church but on quotas. The
assumption was that putting minorities
in leadership would attract a growing
support base of the marginalized or
under-represented within local con-
gregations. While again the intention
was honorable, the practical result was
that the ELcA has had an insufficient
number of leaders with a track record
of advancing the life of the church by
a successful practice of ministry.

And statistics show that this strat-
egy has had no impact whatsoever on
increasing the racial diversity of the
ELCA. A smaller proportion of people
for whom the quotas were instituted
is active in the church today than
when the ELCA was formed. In short,
quotas do not increase denomina-
tional or congregational diversity. The
only way to increase the percentage
of minorities in the ELCA is through
evangelism on the congregational, not
churchwide, level by evangelists who
want to reach out not because a per-
son fits in some desirable category but
because the evangelists desire to share
the gospel with anyone who will listen
and respond.

The upshot of all of this is that the
job of the denominational headquar-
ters should be to serve congregations
and their mission, not to be a bureau-
cracy whose job is to blow the whistle
on the injustices of other bureaucra-
cies. Nor is public or legal justice to
be seen as the only urgent matter of
concern. Social investment to support
stable families, the protection of the
unborn and life at every stage, and
the freedom to practice faith are also
crucial matters for Christians in pub-
lic life. All too often the ELCA’s calls
for justice come across as partisan.
Rather than paying lip service to wel-
come and inclusion while in practice
alienating large swaths of the popula-
tion, the ELCA needs urgently to refo-
cus its identity on the gospel that saves
all people, regardless of their unique
political or social identities, while edu-
cating and then trusting the laity to
advocate for ethical causes as a result
of their internalization of the faith in
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appropriate political and social out-
lets. In short, we need to ask more of
our people—expecting them to know
their faith deeply, share it, and act on
1t.

Theological Disengagement

Accompanying all these other prob-
lems is the catastrophic lost of interest
in theology from top to bottom, from
institutions to individual clergy.
Disengagement from theology can
be discerned by the disappearance
of historic journals and the decrease
in subscriptions to one-time thriving

T he job of the
denominational
headquarters
should be to serve
congregations and
thewr mission, not
to be a bureaucracy
whose job s to blow
the whistle on the
imjustices of other
bureaucracies.

journals such as Dialog. This cannot
be explained merely by the notion that
clergy read theological material online
now. Some blame can fairly be appor-
tioned to the irrelevance of much so-
called theology to parish ministry, asin
the arcane philosophical and linguistic
debates in the American Academy of
Religion or the Society of Biblical Lit-
erature.”*

But this is a two-way street. Fewer
candidates for ministry express an
interest in theology, let alone a set of
theological convictions advocated by a
journal or other organization of theo-
logical concern. It’s hard to imagine

that today a conference sponsored by
three theological journals would have
enough gravity to pull one thousand
Lutherans in, as happened in the late
80s and early 90s at the behest of
Dialog, Lutheran Quarterly, and Lutheran
Forum.

Likewise, the secularism of the
mainline churches that began in ELcA
college religion departments, start-
ing already in the 1960s, did much to
harm the passion for theology. Prior
to the entrenchment of secular tru-
isms like “every religion is a path to
salvation” or “Jesus was merely a
great teacher, not a savior,” Lutheran
colleges served as pipelines to the
seminaries. Up through the 1950s
a score of students graduating from
Gettysburg College enrolled each and
every year at Gettysburg Seminary. At
Luther Seminary in the early 1980s
the majority of students came from
the one ELca Concordia in Moor-
head, Minnesota, with St. Olaf in
second place and the University of
Minnesota in third. Another lost pipe-
line is that of campus ministries at
non-Lutheran schools, which the ELcA
has all but abandoned. Many of these
campus ministries were strong feeders
into parish ministry, not to mention
keeping young people called to other
vocations active in the congregational
life of the church.

The educational mission of the
church should be always catechetical,
that is, to enculture its members more
and more into the faith. It is the faith
that gives congregational members joy
and inspires them to share it. Speak-
ing from a purely secular perspective,
sociologists Roger Finke and Rodney
Stark note, on the basis of their ration-
al choice theory of religion,

An individual’s positive expe-
rience In a worship service
increases to the degree that the
church is full, members enthu-
siastically participate (everyone
sings and recites prayers, for
example), and others express
their positive evaluations of what
is going on. Thus, as each indi-



vidual member pays the cost of
high levels of commitment, each
benefits from the higher average
level of participation thereby
generated by the group. In simi-
lar fashion, people will value the
otherworldly rewards of religion
more highly to the extent that
those around them do so.”*

Biblical, Confessional,
Resilent, and FEvangelistic

If we are to raise up more candidates
for ministry who can start congrega-
tions, grow congregations, and serve
large congregations, we need more
candidates who have the potential
to build.? This is not just theoreti-
cal or ideal but urgent: over the next
several years, a large number of ELCA
clergy will retire and so there will be a
need for younger pastors. We need to
scout them out and support them with
prayer, mentoring, and scholarships.
We need to ground them in thorough
knowledge of the Scriptures and the
Confessions.”

One difficulty is that ministeral
candidates no longer arrive immersed
in the language of Scripture as they
once did, though too many profes-
sors of the Bible still teach as though
their main task was to disabuse their
students of rigid fundamentalism.
Seminarians need to learn to see not
just matters “behind the text” (to use
Paul Ricoeur’s terms) such as author-
ship and redaction but also “in front
of the text”—how human life changes
in light of the text—and “within
the text”—the symbols and themes
echoed throughout the Scriptures.?
All too often the frontloading of
historical-critical method has led to
an unwarranted skepticism about the
Bible that does not serve the church
well. More helpful for our current sit-
uation is Brevard Childs’s “canonical”
approach to criticism honoring the
integrity of the Scriptures as we have
received them.?

The pastoral candidates we need
will be biblical, confessional, resilient,

and evangelistic. They will be biblical
in that they will love the Scriptures
and seek to share them with others as
one shares a good friend. They will
interpret the world through the lens
of Scripture and not vice versa. They
will find empowerment for ministry
by praying the Psalter, facing disap-
pointment by means of Ecclesiastes
and Job, receiving spiritual quicken-
ing from Paul’s letters, seeing their
mission as belonging to the history of
Israel and the church, and anchoring
discipleship in the gospels.

They will be confessional in that they
will honor the Lutheran Confessions
as faithful expositions of the word of
God. They will understand the doc-
trine of justification as the article by
which the church stands or falls and
will thus seek to comfort the afflicted
and afflict the comfortable. They will
honor the sacraments as means of
grace and commend God-honoring
liturgical worship. They will be lead-
ers of faith and models of obedience
as the Spirit works faith (Augsburg
Confession v) and a new obedience
(Augsburg Confession vi).

They will be resilient. In the face of
stress and opposition they will nei-
ther flee nor fight back with abuse but
instead, as Paul teaches, they will bear
all things, believe all things, hope all
things, and endure all things (1 Corin-
thians 13). They will know that God
works through the bad as well as the
good and so seek to find a blessing not
only for themselves but also for the
others with whom they are in conflict.

Finally, they will be evangelistic. They
will have a passion to share the name
that is above every name, the name at
which every knee will bow and every
tongue confess the lordship of Jesus
Christ (Philippians 2). Christ’s suffer-
ing and death have reconciled them
to God, assuring them and enabling
them to assure others that their lives
have meaning, worth, and hope.

Two decades ago Episcopal lay
theologian Thomas Reeves noted that
“Christianity in modern America is,
in large part, innocuous. It tends to be
easy, upbeat, convenient, and compat-

ible. It does not require self-sacrifice,
discipline, humility, an otherworldly
outlook, a zeal for souls, fear as well
as love of God. There is little guilt
and no punishment, and the payoff
in heaven is virtually certain.”®® A
renewed vision of Lutheran faith will
refuse to allow the secular mindset to
establish the agenda for the church.
The gospel as we have received it from
the apostles and mediated through
the reformers can still speak to peo-
ple today if only we give voice to it.
This is especially so in a world char-
acterized by anomie or lack of pur-
pose, where people demand to have
their rights acknowledged but refuse
to confess their own sin and amend
their wrongdoings, where people
insist on their own individualistic self-
expression but then ironically con-
form to others’ expectations.

To spread this good news, we need
to build up and support, financially and
emotionally, a cadre of evangelists—
not just caregivers but risktakers. For
almost two decades the ELcA has touted
leadership as the guide to understand
true ministry. But that is not enough.
All builders are leaders, but not all
leaders are builders. It is builders
that the church needs today. We need
to begin to challenge our bright and
devout youth: will you be a builder?
We need to provide avenues for theo-
logical development and ways to
inspire their imaginations for being a
pastor in the next decades. We need to
put them into positions of apprentice-
building and give them a voice in the
local church. And we need to promise
them: you will have my support. g

MARK MATTES is Professor of Theo-
logy and Philosophy at Grand View
University in Des Moines, Iowa. An
earlier version of this essay was pre-
pared for the Summit on Pastoral For-
mation organized by Lutheran CORE
and held at Grand View University in
June 2017.
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